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The Marine Corps’ Body Conposition Program (BCP) is
designed to shift focus in the weight control programfrom
hei ght/wei ght to body fat neasurenments in order to elimnate
program i nconsi stenci es due to | ocal
interpretation/inplenentation, while providing a nore
appropriate focus on health and fitness and reducing the tine
and manpower associated with the adm nistration and operation of
t he wei ght control program?! The programnot only elininates an
unrealistic “no tolerance” hei ght and wei ght standard, it allows
Marines with different body conpositions to be held to the sane
Marine Corps standards as their peers regardl ess of their shapes
and sizes. Unfortunately, however, the tape neasurenment system
used by the BCP to determne a Marine’'s body fat percentage is
the | east accurate of all nmethods currently being utilized in
the nedical world. 1It’'s a flawthat is easily correctable and
can be inplenented quickly just as the revised physical fitness
testing and body composition policy was inplenented in 2002.2

Current Measurement System

According to MCO 6100.12 (Marine Corps Physical Fitness
Test and Body Conposition Progran), the tape neasurenent system

used is DoD directed for various reasons including the focus on

! ALMAR 326/97. Change 3 to MCO 6100.10B, Weight Control and Military Appearance.
2 MARADMIN 313/02. Coordinating instructions for implementation of changes to Physical Fitness Testing and
Body Composition Program Policy.




t he abdom nal circunference and the application of the examwth
mnimal error. According to the BCP order

“Body fat wll be estimated using the circunference-
based nmethod with one set of neasurenents for each
gender (Ml es: height, neck circunference, and

abdom nal circunference at the navel. Femal es: height,
neck circunference, waist circunference at the thinnest
portion of the abdonmen, and hips). No substitute

met hods of assessnent are permtted. This DoD directed
met hod of body fat estimation has been carefully

eval uated for applicability to service nenbers and
represents the best approach that can be applied with
mnimal error (+/- 3 to 4% . This nmethod is also valid
because of the enphasis on abdom nal circunference, the
site of human body fat deposition which is nost
strongly associated with health risks, and which
corresponds to other mlitary goals including
appropri ate appearance and heal t hy exerci se habits.

"3
As stated in the above excerpt, this “circunference-based nethod”
has been “carefully eval uated” and can be “applied with m ni nal
error (+/- 3 to 4%.” Considering that a 1% error from18%to
19% can nmean the difference between receiving an adverse Fitness
Report, it is hardly “mnimal error.” According to an article by
Joe “Yu Yevon” King, a fitness expert and witer for ABC
Bodybui l ding, an error of 3% in a body fat evaluation is extrene
and net hods that have this margin of error should not be used
when accurate nmeasurenments are necessary. He also clains that
hei ght and wei ght tables should not be used as a gauge for body
fat estimation.” As stated earlier, when a career is on the
| ine, accuracy i s necessary.

Havi ng had nunerous conversations regarding the BCP with

wei ght control officers in various units, it is understood that

part of the reason the current neasurenent systemis used is

¥ MCO 6100.12. Marine Corps Physical Fitness Test and Body Composition Program Manual
* Joe King. The Ultimate Body Fat Testing Guide by Yu Yevon.




because it is easy to inplenent and requires mninmal to no
training to conduct the body fat evaluation. |Individuals tasked
wi th conducting body fat evaluations require that weight control
officers need to have only a solid conprehension of MCO 6100. 12
and a flexible nmeasuring tape for the actual evaluation. This
all ows conmanders in every unit the ability to appoint interna
wei ght control officers at anytine.

The instructions and procedures outlined in the body fat
eval uation for males,

“(a) Measure the neck circunference by placing the edge
of the tape neasure flush with the bottomof the |arynx
and perpendicular to the long axis of the neck. The
Marine should | ook straight ahead during the
nmeasurenent, w th shoul ders down (not hunched). For
neck measurements in excess of the whole inch, round

t he neck neasurenment up to the nearest 1/2-inch and
record (e.g., round up 16 1/4 inches to 16 1/2 inches).
(b) Measure abdom nal circunference against the skin at
t he navel, level and parallel to the deck. Arns are at
t he sides. Take nmeasurenment at the end of the Marine's
normal , relaxed exhal ati on. Round the abdom nal

nmeasur enent down to the nearest 1/2-inch and record
(e.g., round down 34 3/4 to 34 1/2 inches). (c)

Det erm ne percent body fat by subtracting the neck from
t he abdom nal neasurenent and conparing this val ue

agai nst the hei ght neasurenent, (e.g., abdom nal - neck
= circunference value). Refer to the chart "Percent
Body Fat Estimation for Males" in section Il of
appendix 1.”

In order to determine a body fat percentage on the chart, the
Marine's height is matched up with his circunference val ue, which
gi ves his/her body fat percentage. |If, upon conpletion of the
body fat eval uation, the Marine has exceeded the hei ght/wei ght
standards and is over the maxi mum al | owabl e body fat (18% for

mal es and 26% fenmal e), he/she will be assigned to the unit’s

wei ght control program Unit Commanders have the authority to

allow mal e Marines a body fat percentage of twenty-two if they



score a 1% Class Physical Fitness Test (PFT), but it is not
mandatory to give any Marine this |eniency.

Once a Marine is placed on weight control, it is annotated
in his record book by way of a Page 11 entry. For Sergeants and
above, placenent on weight control is noted on their Fitness
Report with nmandatory adverse remarks. At pronotion tine, the
review of an adverse Fitness Report will nost likely result in
non-sel ecti on/ pronotion. Considering that placenent on weight
control can have such an adverse inpact on a Marines career, it
is difficult to consider that one percent difference in body fat
estimation discussed earlier is “mniml error.”

Recommendati on

Fornms of body fat testing range frominaccurate
hei ght/wei ght tables to the highly accurate nethod of Hydrostatic
Wei ghi ng (Hydrodensi tonetry, Underwater Weighing, Dunk tank).
The cost of these nethods range fromzero dollars to $100 per
test for Hydrostatic Wighing. Because the Marine Corps and the
DoD do not have the budget for Hydrostatic Weighing, sonething in
bet ween that enconpasses the needs/requirenents of the mlitary
at affordable price and inplenentation is needed.

In Joe King's article, he evaluates and researches thirteen
di fferent nethods of testing body fat, and di scusses the
| ogistics and prices involved with each. Qut of the nethods he
eval uates, he identifies the Calipers (skin fold) Method as being
t he “happy nedi unf between accuracy and pricing. The Calipers
Met hod neasures skin folds to cal cul ate the anount of

subcut aneous fat a person has. This nunber is then entered into



an equation to predict the body density (Bd) and then body fat
percentage. The calipers are not the nost accurate nethod but it
is considerably nore accurate than the tape neasure and cheaper
t han nost other methods. |In fact, bodybuilders use a seven to
nine point skin fold nmeasurenent weekly during their training to
nmoni t or body fat percentage.

| mpl enent ation of the Caliper Method throughout the Marine
Corps woul d be sinple. Marine Corps Training and Education
Command ( TECOM produced a video that outlined procedures for
i npl ementing the BCP programin 2002. The same can be done with
the Cali per Measurenent System It can be announced through an
ALMAR and MARADM N as a change to MCO 6100. 12 and i ncl ude
coordinating instructions on inplenentation. There are nmany
conpani es that offer calipers ranging in price from$19 to well
over $500 dollars. For exanple, the Accu-Measure Fitness 3000
Body Fat Caliper is sold for $19.95 and recommended and endor sed
by “Body-For-Life” and the Wirld Natural Bodybuildi ng Federation.
The caliper conmes with detailed instructions, as well as nen and
wonen’ s body fat charts. Wth proper neasuring, it has an
accuracy level within 1.1% of Hydrostatic Wi ghing. Regardless
of which caliper systemthe Marine Corps was to pick, the
i nportant aspect will be standardization throughout the Marine
Corps. Units should not have the option to purchase calipers of
hi gher/| esser quality based on their budget.

Concl usi on

The Marine Corps’ adoption of the BCP was a leap inits

gromh with the advancing tinmes and technol ogy. The BCP



i npl enented a systemthat provides options to Marines that do not
have average mal e or femal e body types. By changing the current
t ape nmeasurenent systemto the Caliper Measurenent System the
BCP will have a much nore accurate body fat estimation, a

st andar di zed system t hroughout the Marine Corps, and wl|

m nimze hunan error when a Marine’'s career could be on the I|ine.
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